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Introduction

Why are visual quality and aesthetics
considered in an environmental impact
statement?

The construction or m odification of our roadw ays, which are publicly
owned, can considerably affect the quality and character of the
landscape (FHWA 1989).Understanding the effects of a proposed
project and its alternatives on thevisual quality of the landscapeis an
integral part of any environmental im pact statement (EIS). TheNational
Environment al Policy Act (NEPA) requires that all actions “spon sored,
funded, permitted, or ap proved by fe deral agencies undergo planning
to ensure that environme ntal considerations such as effects relaed to
aestheticsand visual quality are given due weight i n project decision-
making” (WSD OT 2004a).

To ensure that potential changes tovisual quality and aesthetics
resulting fro m a transportation pro ject are adequately and objecively
considered during the NE PA process, t is critical that an accepted,
systematic assessment procesbe used. The FederalHighway
Administration’s (FHWA ) visual quality assessment method (FHWA
1989) is theindustry standard used for this assessment of the I-5
[Interstate 5] to Medina: Bridge Replacement andHigh-Occup ancy
Vehicle (HOV) project. FHWA deve loped this assessment mettod on
behalf of communities in proximity to proposed transportatio n projects,
as a way toconsider the potential visu al effects. The method is rigorous
and systematic with a specific ranking system for evaluating visual
effects. Definitions for th e low, mod erate, and high-level effect rankings
for visual quality assessment are provided in Exhibit 8 in the Affected
Environment section.

What are the key points of this report?

The greatesteffects on visual quality and characterin the State Route
(SR) 520 corridor aresummarized in the bulleted list below. These
effects are discussed in geater detail i n the sectons that foll ow. The
proposed project options are discussed in the What are theprojed
alternative® =ction.

SDEIS_DR_VQA.DOC 1
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x Construction impacts would cause temporary, but in some
instances, sibstantial changes to visual quality and character for
periods ranging from months to up t 0 4 years,depending on the
geographic area. Briefly, they would include:

Construction effects in the I-5, Portage Bay Bridge, and Lake
Washington geographic areas would b e the same for Options A,
K, and L and for the Phased Implementation scenario. Effects
would be due to demoliti on of existing structures, removal of
vegetation, construction of temporary work and detour bridge s,
presence of heavy construction equip ment, temporary erosion
and sedimentation control, and temporary closure and re-
routing of existing trails and local streets.

Construction effects in the Mont lake and west approach areas
would vary among Options A, K, and L. Option A would result
in the lowest number of visual changes. Option K would have
substantial (high-level) effects on visual quality due to the
presence of oring equip ment for the Montl ake Cut tunnel,
removal and hauling of excavation materials, the presence of
barges for monstruction of the land bridge at Fosterlsland, and
the removal of swaths of vegetation for the tunnel, particul arly
along the shoreline. Option L would have effectson visual
guality comparable t o those of Option K. These effects would be
due to the presenceof construction b arges for the proposed new
bascule bridge (drawbrid ge) across the Montlake Cut.

x The addition of lids over I-5 at Roanoke Street,over SR 520 betveen
10th Avenue East and Delmar Drive East, ard at Montlake
Boulevard would hide the roadway and provide | andscaped
connections between the communities.

x Under Option A, a new d rawbridge p arallel to the existing historic
bridge would alter the setting of the historic bridg e and change the
visual quality of views along the canal when the edablished
vegetation is removed.

x Under Option A, the bri dge over Foser Island would be higher
than the existing bridge and the bridg e proposed for Option L.

x Option K w ould result in substantial effects on visual character and
quality in t he Montlake area. The sinde-point urb an interchange
(SPUI) under the mainline and the tunnel entrance would repl ace
the existing ramp weaves, tree buffers, and shoreline with terraces
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of very tall r etaining w all s, coumns for the mainlin e, and more
road surfaces at the shoreline in Montl ake. These stuctures would
dominate views much more than the existing ramps and mainline
because thelayers of tree buffers woul d be gone, with limited
ability to rep lace the trees

x Option K w ould result in substantial effects on visual character and
quality in t he southeast campus of the University of Washington.
The new Pacific Street/Montlake B oulevard intersection and a
partial lid would createa complex, multi-layered visual fiel d.

x Option K w ould result in the greatesteffects on visual quality and
character on Foster Island becaus of the removal of naturalized
woodl ands on both sides of SR 20 for the creation of the land
bridge.

x The Option L bridge on Foster Island would be wider than the
existing bridge but similar in he ight. The Foster Island trail may
pass under R 520 via a tunnel as it does today.

x Option L would result in substantial effects on visual character and
quality in t he Montlake area due to the addition of an SPUI over the
mainline and a new bridg e through East Montlake Park. The new
structures would repl acethe existing ramp weaves, tree buffers,
and shoreline with terraces of columns for the mainline and
overhead road surface. These structures would dominate views
much more than the existing ramps and mainline because the layers
of tree screens would be gone, with limited ability to replace the
trees.

x Option L would result in substantial effects on visual character and
quality in t he southeast campus of the University of Washington.
The basculedrawbridge or its approach bridge would pass near the
university’s Waterfront Activities Center and C anoe House, aswell
as by a porti on of what is known as the University of Washingt on
Open Space UW Open Space) farther west. The new Pacific
Street/Montl ake Boulevard intersection woul d create a complex,
multi-layered visual field, which woul d be compounded by the
addition of afull lid under Option L .

x The addition of sound walls under any of the options, if desired by
the neighborhoods, would make the roadway look thicker at the
locations approved for sound walls. The apparent extra thickness
would make the structure much more visible when seen from the
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outside. Sound walls would also eliminate many of the lateral parts
of scenicviews that are character defining and contribute to the
high visual quality of driving on SR520 through Seattle.

x Operational effects on visual quality d ue to the Phased
Implementation scenario would be comparable to those of
Option A.

What is the I-5 to Medina: Bridge
Replacement and HOV Project?

The Interstate 5 (I-5) to Medina: Bridge Replacement and High-
Occupancy Vehicle (HOV) Project is part of the State Route (R) 520
Bridge Replacement andHOV Program (SR 520 Pogram) (detailed in
the text box below) and encompasses parts of three main geographic
areas—Sattle, Lake Washington, and the Eastside The projectarea
includes the following:

X Seattlecommunities: Portage Bay/R oanoke, North Capitol Hil,
Montl ake, University District, Laurelh urst, and Madison Park

x Eastsidecommunities: Medina, Hunts Point, Clyde Hill, and
Yarrow Point

X The Lake Washington ecosysten and associatedwetlands

x Usual and accustomed fishing areasof tribal nations that have
historically used the area’s aquatic resources and have treaty rights

What isthe SR520 Progran?

TheSR520Bridge Rephcanentand HOV Prograwillentane sfety byreplamg heagng foaing bidge and leeptheregon

movng withvitaltranst and padwayimpowvenentsthoudnou tre @rridor. The 12.84mile progamareabeaginsat I-5n Sedtle and
exendso SR B2 in Relmond

In 206 WSDOpPre@reda DrafBS—pulished brmaly asthe SR 80 Bridg Rephcementand HOWroject—hat adressed
corridor ongrudion fom bel-5inerchan@ n Seatte tojus wes of 1405in Rellewe.Growingrang demandontheEasside ard
strudure winerabilityinSedtleard Lale Wakingon howeer,ledWSDOT tdériifynew pragds, eat wih a sparde purpse ard
neal, hat voutl povidebereft even iftheoherswee nd huilt Trese bur hdeendentprojeds werddatifiedafer he Dat EISwas
published h 2006 andthese row falurder be unbrela oftheertireSR520 Bride Refacenent arl HOV Program

x |-5 toMedira: Bridge Refcement and HOV ProjesphcestheSR 20 radwayfoating bidge appoadies and foaing bridge
betwen I5 andthe eatern d0e d Lale Washingtan. Thispiojed spars 5.2 rilesof heSR 520a@ridor.

X Medirato SR202 Eastésde Tanst and HOV Prajecarpletes ard inproves thetransit and HOV systefran Evegreen Pant
Roadd the SR@ irtertiangein Redrond Ths prged pans86 niles of tle SR 30 @rridor.

x Pontoon Constation Progctinwlves condrudingthe mnbansneeded b redore the BrergreerPont Brilgeintheevert ofa
catadroplic falure anl gorngtho® pamtansunti reeckd.

x Lake Washingto@ongestio Margerrent Progct,thraighagran flom he U.SDegrtmen of Transporgtion, improvestréfic
usng tlling, echnology andtrafic manayenert, trausit, ard tdecommuing.
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The SR 520 Bdge Replacement andHOV Project Draft Environ mental
Impact Statement (EIS), published in August 2006, evaluated a4-Lane
Alternative, a 6-Lane Alternative, and a No Build Alternative. Since the
Draft EIS was published, circumstances surrounding the SR 520
corridor have changed in several ways. These clanges have resulted in
decisions to forward advance planning for potenti al catastrophic failure
of the Evergreen Point Bridge, respond to increaseddemand for transit
service on the Eastside,and evaluate a new setof community-based
designs for the Montlake area in Seattle.

To respond to thesechanges, the Wasington State
Departm ent of Transportation (WSDOT) and the Federal
Highway Administration (FHWA) initiated new projects to
be evaluated in separate environmental documents.
Improvements to the western portion of the SR 520corridor—
known as the I-5 to Medina: Bridge Replacement and HOV
Project (the I-5 to Medinaprojec)—are being evaluated in a
Supplemental Draft EIS (SDEIS); this discipline report is a
part of that SDEIS. Project limit s for this project extend from
I-5 in Seattle to 92nd Avenue NE in Yarrow Point, where it
transitions into the Medina to SR 2@: Eastside Transit and
HOV Project (the Medinato SR D2 prgec). Exhibit 1 shows

Exhibit IProject Vicinitiva
the project vicinity. : Wap

What are the project alternatives?

As noted above, the Draft EIS evauated a 4-Lane Alternative, a6-Lane
Alternative (including thr ee design ogtions in Seattle), anda No Build
Alternative. In 2006, following Draft EIS publication, Governor
Gregoire identified the 6-Lane Altern ative as the state’s preference for
the SR520 corridor, but urged that the affected communities in Seattle
develop a common vision for the western portion of the corrid or.
Accordingly, a mediation group convened at the direction of the state
legislature to evaluate the corridor alignment for SR520 through
Seattle. The mediation gr oup ide ntified three 6-lane design options for
SR 520 letween I-5and the floating span of the Evergreen Point Bridge;
these options were documented in a Project Impact Plan (Parametrix
2008). The SDEIS evaluates the following:

X No Build Alt ernative
X 6-Lane Alternative
Option A
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Attachment 1

Visual Quality Assessment Summary
Table

Explanation

Attachment 1 provides a composite rating for the overall vis ual quality
of each landscape unit’'s viewshed. Vividness, intactness, andunity
ratings (low, medium, and high) are defined in Exhibit 9 in the
discipline re port and in the table below. Each rating represents the
integration of visual quality assessment information gathered fr om site
visits, viewp oint evaluations, and study visuali zations. These
composite ratings reflect a viewer’s likely experience in that the ratings
consider the entire scene viewer speed of movement, seasonal

variati on, and multiple vi ewpoints.
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